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The Forests of Northern Canada 


Few people realize that the Northwest Territories 
and the Yukon Territory are half the size of the United 
States. 

In fact, the land north of the 60th parallel is really the 
“other half’ of Canada, and this is being readily 
recognized as we become familiar with the new map 
projections of Canada, with the focus on the 60th rather 
than the 49th parallel. This large area is thought by 
some, who have not had the opportunity to study the 
north or to travel in it, to be a land of perpetual ice and 
snow. This is far from being true; an examination of a 
map of northern Canada will show that the northern 
limit of tree growth is roughly diagonal, from the mouth 
of the Mackenzie River down to Churchill on Hudson 
Bay. 

It may surprise some southerners to know that saw- 
mills operate almost up to the treeline. It is also true, 
however, that much northern timber, particularly the 
stunted spruce in the tundra, has little or no potential 
for utilization as a forest product. On the other hand, 
there are stands growing in certain areas such as the 
rich soils of the river valleys which are excellent ex- 
amples of their species and are used, as they would be 
in the south, for saw-timber. 

Finally, we should know that the forests of the north 
are important and extensive enough to warrant two 
organizations for their administration and protection: 
the Northwest Lands and Forest Service and the Yukon 
Lands and Forest Service. These organizations, al- 
though smaller than the provincial forest services, are 
similar in nature and perform the same function. 

The northern forests are mainly white spruce, black 
spruce, lodgepole pine, jack pine, larch, poplars, birch 
and willow. The only commercial species at present are 
white spruce, lodgepole pine and jack pine, but there 
are many thousands of acres of poplar suitable for 
plywood peeler-logs. 

The best stands of timber are to be found in the 
southern part of both Territories, as one would expect. 
It is not uncommon to find white spruce over 24 inches 
in diameter and 100 feet tall along the lower Slave River 
in the Northwest Territories or on the Liard River in 
both the Yukon and Northwest Territories. In such 
stands, recovery by logging will often be 10,000 board- 
feet per acre, and may go as high as 30,000. 

For any given area inside the treeline, the best 
spruce timber is to be found on the alluvial flats of the 
rivers. Here the growing conditions are ideal, and there 
has been enough natural fire protection to allow the 
trees to reach maturity at 150 to 250 years. 


Associated with the spruce is the balsam poplar, 
which reaches 36 inches in diameter at its prime. 
Studies have been made of the poplar stands in one 
area to find out how sound the wood is: the results 
indicate that it could be peeled for plywood, but so far 
it has not been economically feasible to do so. General- 
ly, balsam poplar stands are restricted to the southern 
half of the Yukon Territory and the southwest corner of 
the Northwest Territories. 

Lodgepole pine is the third major species. If a com- 
plete forest inventory could be made, it might well show 
‘that this species makes up the largest volume, with 
individual trees reaching a diameter of about 14 inches. 
The total saleable volume of coniferous species is suf- 
ficient to sustain a pulp mill in the Upper Liard area of 
the Yukon, or the Lower Liard area of the Northwest 
Territories. 

The willows have little potential, except in a limited 
way for unusual furniture construction, where the 
“diamond” variety is prevalent. The birch is in the same 
category, but with somewhat fewer limitations because 
it does grow to 12 inches in diameter in certain areas, 
and with careful drying of the lumber might provide 
furniture stock for small local industries. It is interesting 
to note that the birch on the Peel River upstream from 
Fort MacPherson, but north of the Arctic Circle, is 
suitable for this. 

The wood is there. It awaits only a demand for its use. 


Inventory and Utilization 


Because the forests of the north spread over sucha 
large area, they have not been completely assessed by 
field inventory methods. We are able to sample the 
larger and more accessible stands, estimate what Is in 
the remainder, and come up with some reasonable 
working figures. For example, it is estimated that the 
Yukon and the Northwest Territories contain 23 billion 
cubic feet of potentially merchantable timber. This 
figure is not too impressive by itself, but when compared 
with the 13 billion cubic feet in Manitoba or the 17 bil- 
lion cubic feet in New Brunswick, the relative potential 
importance of the timber of the Territories becomes 
more obvious. 

Detailed forest inventory work has been carried out 
in certain areas where the timber is in demand because 
of its quality and accessibility to potential markets. 
White Spruce is the most utilized species and is used 
mainly for dimension lumber. A secondary use would 
be for piling. Pine is also used in limited amounts for 
lumber, mine timbers, piling and fuelwood. Current use 
does not seem to be great when one examines the 
figures but actually it does go a long way to meet 
northern demands. 

In the Yukon in 1970, total production for all species 
for all uses was in excess of seventeen thousand cunits. 
During the same period in the Northwest Territories 
over twelve thousand cunits were utilized. This small 
but growing industry not only provides building mate- 
rials for the north but also employment for the people 
who live there. 

In the past, wood was used primarily in mining, in 
both the Yukon and the Northwest Territories. Although 
the mines are still big customers, there are other con- 
sumers of growing importance. During the last decade 
in particular, the growing need and demand for better 
education, housing and hospital facilities in the north 
was supplied very quickly by public and private means. 
During this construction period, there were some in- 
teresting examples of timber-use. 


The prime example was at the townsite of Inuvik. In 
order to support heated buildings on the permafrost, 
without breaking down the frozen ground, the structures 
were built on piling cut along the lower Mackenzie 
River and in the Mackenzie Delta. Each of the many 
thousands of piles was placed in the ground by steam- 
ing a hole and driving the pile in with a mobile pile- 
driver, where it soon froze in place. One now finds 
hotels, stores, hospitals, administration buildings and 
even a 25-room school in Inuvik, sitting on piling, and 
separated from the frozen ground by several feet of 
open air. 

One also finds timber in the most unlikely locations 
becoming suddenly valuable because it is near a min- 
ing development. For example, after the discovery of 
pitchblende at Port Radium on Great Bear Lake in 
1930, the development of the mine was dependent to a 
large extent on the availability of a good supply of mine 
timbers. Although the timber around Port Radium was 
not large, it was physically and economically suitable, 
and many millions of linear feet were cut and hauled to 
the mine from as far as 40 miles away during the 30 
years of its operating life. Similarly, the gold mines at 
Yellowknife have depended upon small local timber, as 
well as larger material from the Slave River, for their 
underground and over-ground needs. 

The Canada Tungsten Mine in the upper Flat River 
Valley, high in the mountains on the border of the 
Northwest Territories and the Yukon Territory, was the 
scene of a sawmilling operation run by the company. 
The mine area was inaccessible except by aircraft, and 
it was Cheaper to fly in a small sawmill, and log the 
small but good-quality local timber, than to attempt to 
fly lumber in. Visitors were treated to the sight of a 
small sawmill operating in the narrow valley between 
10,00-foot peaks, just a few hundred feet below tree- 
line. There is now a road into this site, so the sawmill 
no longer exists, but it provided initial construction 
material at a reasonable cost, facilitating the develop- 
ment of the mine. 

These are a few examples where northern timber has 
helped, and may have even permitted, development in 
the north. They are also examples of what will be done 
in the future. The industrial expansion of the north lies 
in the developmnt of its various mineral resources, 
including oil and gas. There will be some minor agri- 
cultural developments, but nothing on a large scale, 
because the available arable land is limited and the 
frost-free season is so limited that not many crops will 
mature. 


Homes for northerners, while not a major source of 
wood use, are nevertheless important, particularly for 
Indians and Eskimos whose needs are usually greater 
than those of white people who have houses provided 
by employers, or who are in a better financial position 
to provide their own. In order to help indigenous re- 
sidents to secure better homes, the federal government 
has a number of plans for financial and material as- 
sistance. One method has been to make sawmills 
available at strategic points throughout the Mackenzie 
Valley and at various places in the Yukon used by 
Indians io square logs. 

A number of northerners still rely on wild animals for 
food, and on their furs as a source of income. The 
forests are a home for game and, as such, are valuable 
apart from their lumber potential. 

Northern forests are also a significant attraction for 
tourists. 


Administration 


The forests of the Northwest Territories and the 
YukonTerritory are still a federal responsibility and are 
administered under a federal act, the Territorial Lands 
Act, and by the Territorial Timber Regulations issued 
under the authority of the Act. Forest protection is con- 
trolled by each Territory through its own Forest Protec- 
tion Ordinance, formulated and passed by the councils 
of the Yukon and Northwest Territories. Although the 
forests are administered federally, each territory has 
taken the responsibility for providng the law to protect 
the forests. This has historical precedents, because the 
first two ordinances passed at the first meeting of the 
initial Northwest Territories Council at Swan River, 
Manitoba, in March 1877, were to provide for the pro- 
tection of buffalo, and for the prevention of prairie and 
forest fires. Traditionally, the councils have also made 
forest protection their own legislative responsibility. 

We already Know that there are two forest services in 
the north, the Northwest Lands and Forest Service and 
the Yukon Lands and Forest Service. Those who are 
familiar with similar organizations in southern Canada 
and the United States would find that the northern ones 
are almost identical in structure and function to those 
in the south: the main difference is in the intensity of 
their work. In the north, because the organizations are 
small and the men widespread, each member must 
perform a greater number of functions than his counter- 
part in the south. The functions themselves must be 
Carried out over large ranger districts, so the intensity 
of the work is of course considerably less than it is 
elsewhere. 

The forest fire problem is no less a concern in the 
north than elsewhere in Canada or the United States. 
The fire season is somewhat shorter than it would be to 
the south, of course, but it is extremely hazardous. 
Normally, one can count on a fire to cool and die down 
during the night; but in the north, where the night may 
be only one hour long, or non-existent in some places 
beyond the Arctic circle, there is no respite. The same 
fire-fighting techniques are employed in the north as 
elsewhere: fire towers and aircraft are used for detec- 
tion, radios for communication, specially trained sup- 
pression crews for initial action trucks, boats and air- 
craft for transportation, and fire pumps, hose, hand- 
tools and, if necessary, bulldozers to fight the blaze. 

The forest fire control program in the north includes 
not only those areas supporting merchantable timber 
volumes but a vast area covering some 40,000 square 
miles which contain no marketable timber but which 
provides winter grazing for the large barren-ground 
Caribou herd of the north. 
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